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Abstract 
In this paper, we report on a study of legal neologisms, i.e. specialized denominations prior to their potential adoption into the 
formal rule of law. In our study, we found conceptual asymmetry related to the subcategorization of ‘motherhood’ in the French 
and Dutch language communities within the shared judicial space of Belgium’s Federal Law. The conceptual asymmetry results in 
a so-called ‘translation asymmetry’, in the sense that legal neologisms in one language do not have a direct equivalent in the other 
language. We will discuss examples of conceptual and translation asymmetry and reflect on possible implications for translation. 
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1. Introduction 
In this paper, we report on a study of legal neologisms, i.e. specialized denominations prior to their potential 
adoption into the formal rule of law. One of the aims of the study is to find out whether different language communities 
within a shared judicial space – i.e. Belgium’s Federal Law – agree to the same legal concepts when discussing a 
common subject.  
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The topic chosen for this research is the legal issue of ‘motherhood’, of which the classical definition has been 
challenged – both from a legal and conceptual point of view – as a consequence of scientific (biotechnological) and 
societal developments. Our research is driven by the following two questions: 
 
1. Do different (yet legally equal) language communities within one judicial space conceptualize common legal 
issues differently in the preparatory legislative process? 
2. Do we find evidence of culture-specific denominations of conceptual phenomena that are shared by both 
language communities in the preparatory legislative process? 
 
In order to examine these questions, we studied a set of legal neologisms (Section 2.2) related to types of ‘mother’ 
and ‘motherhood’ in a bilingual (French-Dutch), comparable text corpus of Belgian law proposals since this is the 
only legislative level in Belgium where both language communities meet and confront their proposals.  Proposals 
made by French speakers are drafted in French and proposals made by Dutch speakers are drafted in Dutch. How 
conceptualization is influenced by the drafting language can be observed at this stage. However, all Belgians have 
access to the content of all proposals since all proposals are translated. 
We will first explain the context in which our research has to be situated (Section 2). Next, we will discuss how we 
managed to observe differences in the conceptualization of common legal issues in French and Dutch documents that 
are part of the preparatory legislative process (Section 3). After that, we focus on the study of culture-specific legal 
neologisms that designate a set of shared conceptual phenomena appearing in proposals originally drafted in either 
Dutch or French (Section 4). In the section that follows, we will discuss how the results of our descriptive study can 
be visualized in a model to be used by translators of Belgian law proposals (Section 5). In our conclusion, we will 
summarize our observations and give possible suggestions for future research (Section 6).  
2. Research context 
2.1. The (socio)cognitive perspective in terminology 
The research presented in this article falls within the theoretical scope of cognitive approaches in descriptive 
terminology, which have emphasized that understanding terms and conceptualization cannot be separated from the 
cognitive, linguistic and situational (sociocommunicative) contexts in which they arise and are constantly refined in a 
process of (re)negotiation (Temmerman, 2016).  
By doing so, such approaches to terminology have underlined the dynamic aspects of language and cognition, 
which is reflected in the use of intra- and interlingual variation in special language (Cabré, 1995; Temmerman, 2000; 
Faber, 2009). The constructivist view of cognition, stating that knowledge is a human and social construction 
(Barsalou, 2010), motivates a shift from clearly delineated concepts in traditional terminology theory (Felber, 1981) 
to prototypically-structured units of understanding in sociocognitive terminology (Temmerman, 2000). 
By perceiving conceptual phenomena as units of understanding (which are constantly under discussion), 
Temmerman (2000) puts emphasis on understanding the world (by an individual and by groups of language users) as 
opposed to assigning universal meaning to it. 
We shall argue that in the context of the research presented in this article – which involves a study of legal 
neologisms – it makes sense to talk about (prototypically-structured) units of understanding instead of concepts. In 
order to do this, we first need to explain what we mean by legal neologisms and why we believe these types of 
linguistic units to be valid for studying the dynamics of understanding.  
2.2. Case study: Legal neologisms in Belgian law proposals  
First of all, we explicitly use the term ‘legal neologism’ to indicate that our study does not focus on legal terms. 
Legal terms are designations of concepts that have worked their way through a legislative process and became part of 
the formal rule of law as a result of a parliamentary adoption (i.e. enactment). In the Belgian Civil Code, 
‘moeder’/’mère’ (mother) is the person who gave birth to a child and whose name is indicated in the birth certificate 
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(cf. article  56,  §4 and article 312, §1 of the Belgian Civil Code).1 The definitions of mother in Dutch and French are 
part of the formal Belgian rule of law because they were adopted by the Belgian Parliament according to the rules of 
Belgian law-making.    
By contrast, the Dutch term ‘draagmoeder’ (Eng: ‘surrogate mother’) denominates a conceptual phenomenon that 
has been the subject of numerous Belgian bills for more than ten years of which not one has up until now met any 
parliamentary approval. Therefore, we consider ‘draagmoeder’ to be a legal neologism as opposed to a legal term.  
Though ‘draagmoeder’ is not yet part of the Belgian legal order and may very well never become part of it, it 
aspires to be so by means of its presence in preparatory parliamentary proceedings. Not all terms in these documents 
can be considered legal neologisms.  In order to be qualified as a legal neologism, a term needs to have been created 
in order to bring about legal consequences, such as producing legal rights or duties (as is the case in the example of 
‘draagmoeder’). 
We believe that legal neologisms in Belgian law proposals can give more insight in the dynamics of understanding 
within a linguistically diverse judicial space. The first reason is that legal neologisms are designations of units of 
understanding that are still under discussion as they appear in law proposals (cf. supra). The second reason is that legal 
neologisms in Belgium are rather peculiar since the legislative process takes places in a regulatory body which unites 
the representatives of two language communities: the French and Dutch language communities. Representatives of 
each language community can deposit law proposals in their own language (either French or Dutch.) The Belgian 
federal law-making process features two kinds of bills or proposals: those deposited by ministers (i.e. ‘wetsontwerpen’ 
in Dutch or ‘projets de loi’ in French) and those deposited by Members of Parliament (i.e. ‘wetsvoorstellen’ in Dutch 
or ‘propositions de loi’ in French).  
Both types of proposals are integrally published on the websites of the House of Representatives (i.e. ‘Kamer van 
Volksvertegenwoordigers’ in Dutch or ‘La Chambre de Représentants’ in French) and the Senate (i.e. ‘Senaat’ in 
Dutch or ‘Senate’ in French). Each proposal is composed of an introductory text (what we will call a ‘white paper’) 
in which the objective and content of the proposal is motivated and the actual proposal  
A proposal is integrally translated into the other language before its official release as a bilingual document (French-
Dutch). Given the fact that in the case of bills deposited by ministers, it is not always clear to see in what language 
the original text was written, we decided to exclude these types of documents from our research and to only focus on 
the white paper sections in law proposals by Members of Parliament. 
3. Culture-specific conceptualizations of legal issues in Belgian law proposals? 
The first part of our descriptive study pertains to the question whether different (yet legally equal) language 
communities within one judicial space conceptualize common legal issues differently in the preparatory legislative 
process. To be able to answer this question, we applied a close reading method in order to look for units of 
understanding related to types of ‘mother’ and ‘motherhood’ in a bilingual, comparable text corpus of Belgian law 
proposals, originally drafted in either French or Dutch (cf. Section 1). In these texts, we specifically looked for text 
fragments (in the white paper sections) that contained tentative descriptions or definitions of these units of 
understanding, the so-called reflective text fragments (Temmerman, 2000). 
Based on this analysis of text fragments, we find three contemporary societal phenomena challenging the legal 
term ‘mother’ both from a legal and conceptual point of view: surrogacy motherhood, co-motherhood and anonymous 
motherhood. A ‘surrogate mother’ is a woman who gives birth to a child on behalf of another woman. ‘Anonymous 
motherhood’ arises when a woman gives birth to a child while her name doesn’t appear on the birth certificate (which 
is an illegal form of motherhood in Belgium). Finally, a woman who intends to be the child’s mother because of her 
 
 
1 The legal criteria for ‘moeder/mère’ (mother) are formulated in the Belgian Civil Code as follows: Artikel 56, § 4: De ambtenaar van de 
burgerlijke stand vergewist zich van de geboorte aan de hand van een verklaring van een geneesheer of vroedvrouw / L'officier de l'état civil s'assure 
de la naissance par une attestation d'un médecin ou d'une accoucheuse. Artikel 312, § 1 : ‘Het kind heeft als moeder de persoon die als zodanig in 
de akte van geboorte is vermeld./ § 1er. L'enfant a pour mère la personne qui est désignée comme telle dans l'acte de naissance.’ 
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intimate connection with the child’s mother, but has not given birth to the child, nor is her name mentioned on the 
birth certificate, is known as a ‘co-mother’.2 
When comparing the units of understanding related to these types of motherhood in documents drafted in either 
French or Dutch, we find evidence of culture-specific conceptualizations that, upon close examination, do not seem 
to be caused by the political ideology of the authors but by language differences. For instance, in the Dutch proposals 
relating to surrogacy motherhood, we only find the legal neologism ‘draagmoeder’3, indicating a woman who gives 
birth to a child in behalf of another woman. In French proposals, however, a distinction can be found between the 
units of understanding ‘mère porteuse’ and ‘mère de substitution’, referring to respectively the absence or the presence 
of a genetic tie between the surrogate mother and the child. In the same way we find a distinction with regards to the 
surrogacy motherhood: several French law proposals distinguish ‘recours aux mères porteuses’ from ‘maternité the 
substition’, a distinction not articulated in the Dutch proposals.  
 
"Les phénomènes de la maternité de substitution et du recours aux mères porteuses sont bien souvent confondus dans le 
langage courant. Il est vrai que dans les deux cas, l'objectif est d'assurer la gestation d'un enfant pour le compte d'une autre 
femme, mais alors que la mère de substitution porte l'enfant de cette femme qui aura fourni les gamètes pour les besoins 
d'une fécondation in vitro, la mère porteuse, à la fois « donneuse » et « porteuse », est la « véritable mère », la mère 
biologique de l'enfant qu'elle abandonnera à la mère « d'accueil »" (Nyssens, 2005).   
 
In the Dutch proposals, we encounter two units of understanding emphasizing the procreational techniques that are 
used in the case of surrogacy motherhood: ‘hoogtechnologisch draagmoederschap’ (literally: ‘high technological 
surrogacy motherhood’ which implies the implantation of an embryo) and ‘laagtechnologisch draagmoederschap’ 
(literally: ‘low technological surrogacy motherhood’ which implies the insemination of the surrogate mother). The 
conceptual focus on these medical techniques is not present in the French proposals. We find an indication here that 
these two units of understanding are culture-specific as the societal discussion in the Dutch speaking part of Belgium 
is highlighting aspects of surrogacy motherhood as compared to the French speaking part. 
With respect to the topic of anonymous motherhood, Belgian law proposals drafted in either French or Dutch deal 
with ‘anonymous motherhood’ and ‘discrete motherhood’. Discrete motherhood is related to anonymous motherhood 
but the difference is that in the case of discrete motherhood the child still has the possibility to get in contact with its 
biological mother afterwards. Contrary to the Dutch proposals, the French proposals do not feature a unit of 
understanding corresponding to the woman who intends to keep her identity anonymous. This unit of understanding 
is therefore considered to be an example of a culture-specific conceptualization. 
In the case of the units of understanding ‘co-mother’ and ‘co-motherhood’, no culture-specific distinctions are 
found as the law proposals in Dutch or French both contain references to these units of understanding. 
4. Culture-specific denominations of units of understanding shared by both language communities? 
The second part of our descriptive study deals with the question whether we can find evidence of culture-specific 
denominations of conceptual phenomena that are shared by both language communities in the preparatory legislative 
process. To be able to answer this question, we first excluded from our analysis the units of understanding that only 
appeared in texts of one of the two language communities (i.e. the culture-specific conceptualizations). For the other 
units of understanding (occurring in proposals of both language communities) we applied the technique of co-
referential analysis in order to find all legal neologisms referring to these units of understanding. 
Lexical coreferential analysis is a method for linguistic analysis in which two or more expressions are identified 
on the basis of their coreferential status in a text. Since we focus on legal neologisms that are used by one of the two 
language communities only, certain coreferential expressions were excluded from our analysis: descriptions of a unit 
of understanding, superordinate and subordinate lexical units, lexical units expressing moral judgment, coreferents 
that have a direct equivalent in the other language (see further). 
 
 
2 To be fully correct, we point out that, since 1 January 2015, the term co-mother has been introduced into the Belgian formal rule of law within 
the context of descent. Given the recent nature of this change and the fact that this paper’s underlying research was finalized before that date, the 
terms meemoeder and co-mère (co-mother) are still regarded as a legal neologisms in this article. 
3 The Dutch verb « dragen » and the French verb « porter » both mean « to carry ; to bear ». Hence : « draagmoeder » and « mère porteuse ». 
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The coreferential units that we retain after applying the exclusion criteria are the legal neologisms in French and 
Dutch that refer to a common set of units of understanding (cf. supra). Within this dataset of legal neologisms, 
examples can be found of non-culture specific denominations and culture-specific ones. An example of the first 
category is the Dutch legal neologism ‘wensmoeder’ (literally: ‘wish mother’) and its direct equivalent in French 
‘mère demandeuse’. Both legal neologisms refer to the unit of understanding denoting the woman who is longing to 
have child but is physically not fit (and therefore relies on a surrogate mother). Because the denominations in Dutch 
and French can be considered direct equivalents (literal translations), neither of these legal neologisms is culture-
specific. 
When comparing the remaining Dutch and French legal neologisms referring to the unit of understanding that was 
mentioned in the previous paragraph, we find legal neologisms in both Dutch and French that can be considered 
culture-specific because of the lack of a direct equivalent encountered in law proposals that were originally drafted in 
the other language: 
x Dutch: ‘sociale ouder’ (social parent), ‘koopouder’(buying parent), ‘kandidaat-wensouder’(candidate 
wishparent), ‘genetische wensouder’ (genetical wishparent), ‘sociale wensouder’ (social wishparent) 
x French: ‘femme demandeuse’(requesting/ordering woman), ‘couple demandeur’ (requesting/ordering couple), 
‘femme commanditaire’(sponsoring woman), ‘couple commanditaire’(sponsoring couple), ‘demandeurs’ 
(requesters), ‘mère commanditaire’ (sponsoring mother), ‘parents commanditaires’ (sponsoring parents) 
We also observe similar results for other units of understanding pertaining to ‘motherhood’ that are found in law 
proposals deposited by representatives of both language communities. 
5. Visualizing the dynamics of understanding 
The outcome of both our research questions (cf. Section 3 and Section 4) is relevant to translators confronted with 
legal neologisms, since we found that some neologisms do not have a counterpart in the other language community, 
either because the underlying unit of understanding is unknown or differently approached (in law proposals formulated 
in Dutch, we did not find the distinction between ‘mère porteuse’ and ‘mère de substitution’), or because we did not 
find a denominative equivalent in the law proposals of the other language community (for instance, we did not find a 
French equivalent for ‘koopouder’ or ‘sociale wensouder’). 
In order to support translators in acquiring knowledge about the way units of understanding are conceptualized and 
denominated in the two language communities, we propose a visualization model in which the conceptual asymmetry 
between the two language communities should be made clear and in which all legal neologisms encountered in the 
corpus should be categorized according to the corresponding units of understanding. Our proposal further builds on 
previously developed models for representing culture-specific conceptualizations (Roald & Whittaker, 2011; Peruzzo, 
2014).  
An example of the proposed visualization is shown in Fig. 1. The figure shows the conceptualizations in French 
(at the top) and Dutch (underneath) for a given set of units of understanding. Units of understanding that are 
hierarchically structured (based on the subsumption relationship) are represented as boxes. In each box, translators 
can find all denominations that are encountered in the corpus for the specific unit of understanding. Units of 
understanding that are conceptually related to one of the units of understanding in the hierarchical structure are 
represented as elliptic shapes. The relationship between the conceptually related units of understanding is made 
explicit by drawing a line between the elliptic shape and the box figure. 
Conceptual asymmetry between the language communities can be derived from the shapes in grey. For instance, 
in French proposals, we did not find any references to the Dutch unit of understanding ‘laagtechnologisch 
draagmoederschap’ (Section 3). For that reason, the elliptic shape featuring the specific Dutch legal neologism is 
colored in grey in the visualization of the French conceptualization (at the top). In this way, it is easy for translators 
to identify the units of understanding that only occur in one of the two language communities.  
 
51 Koen Kerremans et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  231 ( 2016 )  46 – 52 
 
 
Fig. 1. Visualization of conceptualizations and denominations in French (top) and Dutch (below). 
By categorizing denominations according to their corresponding units of understanding, translators would also be 
able to see possible translation asymmetries emerge as a result of reasons that were mentioned earlier in this article 
(Section 4). For instance, a translator searching for the Dutch translation of the term ‘mère gestationnelle’, would be 
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able to compare the conceptualizations in both language communities and infer that the distinction between ‘mère de 
substition’ and ‘mère porteuse’ is not made in the Dutch language community. Furthermore, the model can also inspire 
the translator to an alternative solution on the basis of terms that denote conceptually related units of understanding. 
In that way, for instance, the French legal neologism ‘mère de substition’ may be translated into Dutch as 
‘draagmoeder’. 
The visualization presents valid and reliable suggestions to translators of Belgian law proposals because the 
information (both conceptual and linguistic) is derived from bilingual, comparable corpus data. A current weakness 
is the difficulty to use it for representing broad and widely discussed legal topics (e.g. the Belgian federal budget). In 
order to reduce the risk of a model becoming too complex (and, consequently, no longer helpful), certain filtering 
mechanisms would need to be implemented so that translators would be able to only focus on those parts in the models 
that require his/her attention.  
6. Conclusion 
In line with earlier research on the conceptualization of legal issues in international law (Engberg, 2010; Peruzzo, 
2014; Roald & Whittaker, 2011), we found evidence that culture- and language-specific understanding is persistent 
throughout the conceptualization of the legal topic within the same judicial space and that denominations of  new 
concepts in two languages are partly culturally inspired. More specifically, we found conceptual asymmetry related 
to the subcategorization of ‘motherhood’ in the French and Dutch language communities (Section 3). The conceptual 
asymmetry results in a so-called ‘translation asymmetry’, in the sense that legal neologisms in one language do not 
have a direct equivalent in the other language (Section 4).  
Our study is relevant to translators of Belgian law proposals confronted with the translation of legal neologisms, 
who first have to understand how certain legal issues are conceptualized and denominated in the two language 
communities before they can decide what translation strategy to apply. In order to support translators in their decision 
making, we propose a visualization in which the conceptual and translation asymmetries between the two language 
communities is made explicit. 
In a follow-up study we intend to examine the translation strategies that translators of these law proposals opted 
for, in particular when translating so-called culture-specific legal neologisms of which examples were given 
throughout this article. Furthermore, different models for visualizing possible conceptual and translation asymmetries 
between source and target cultures will need to be explored in further detail. In our view, particular attention should 
be devoted to the usability or applicability of these models in translation practice. 
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